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Thank you to Gabi Cervenka and Leonie Duncan.

This time around, we’re celebrating National Cheesy Socks Day. And no, it doesn’t mean socks made of cheese or with a certain smell. The day was created to celebrate socks in fun colors and patterns. Socks can be a fashion statement!
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Chapter 1
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Arawn Sage tiptoed down the first three steps of the basement stairs before he stopped to listen. He’d been in the castle for seven months now, and he wished he could enjoy it. He’d spent years, all his life, dreaming about being free.

Now he was. Only...he didn’t feel free.

“Where are you going? Planning to hang yourself in the basement?”

No, he wasn’t planning to hang himself in the basement. The light of his phone slid over the steps. He did his best to ignore the specter, spirit, ghost, wraith, phantom, or whatever term was the correct one, and stepped down another step.

“You need to take the others back to the facility before you off yourself. You always were useless, but your life would be worth something if you did the right thing now.”

Arawn took another step. It was hard to listen for sounds when there was a ghost blabbering by his side.

There were other ghosts in the castle. He’s seen a few, but he didn’t go looking for them, and should he happen upon one, he pretended he couldn’t see them. He was exhausted. This particular ghost didn’t leave him be, and if he somehow managed to fall asleep despite the constant prattling, he touched him. The moment he dropped off, an icy caress woke him. Sometimes his nightmares beat the ghost to it.

It was the reason he was tiptoeing down the basement stairs at three in the morning—not the nightmares, but the talkative ghost. The warden. The person he’d feared the most growing up and well into his twenties. A nightmare come to life, only now he was dead, and he was still here.

He’d found Arawn a few weeks ago, and since then, he hadn’t managed to get any rest.

Arawn had yet to tell anyone he was here. He should. He knew he should, but he hardly spoke to anyone, and other than having told them he couldn’t conjure spirits, they hadn’t talked about his skill.

Hour upon hour of listening to the warden demanding he hand Prophecy, Minerva, and Thanatos back to the facility was doing his head in. Driving him insane. Preventing him from sleeping.

His eyes prickled, and all he wanted to do was cry. And sleep.

He’d cried a few times when he couldn’t take it anymore, but it changed nothing except then the warden taunted him instead of saying the things he normally did.

He didn’t leave Arawn alone in the shower, but it was where he allowed his tears to flow.

Useless. He was useless, and he was tired. So, so tired. The droning of the warden’s voice was drilling holes in his brain.

The warden didn’t care about him, he didn’t care about Jaki, and Arawn was unsure if he was aware Kratos and Himeros lived in the castle. He didn’t pay them any attention. They’d never lived at the facility, so it might be he had no clue they were psychics or seers or whatever they were called.

Arawn had spent his entire childhood, teens, and about half of his twenties in the facility. In the green wing. Jaki, Minerva, Prophecy, and Thanatos had been in the blue wing, though he hadn’t had a clue about them while he lived there.

A little over seven years ago, he’d been moved to the black group, and the warden had informed him it was his last chance to be useful.

He hadn’t been.

The warden had been switched for the superintendent, a strict woman with eyes so sharp they made him shudder. She was dead now, the werewolves had killed her, and luckily, she hadn’t come to haunt him. Yet. He wasn’t sure what made one spirit stay and another move on.

He slowly made his way down the stairs, doing his best to ignore the warden as he harped on about how useless Arawn was.

A couple of weeks ago, he’d collided with Gregory in the doorway to the kitchen, and Gregory had grabbed his shoulders. Normally, no one touched anyone in this house. Or it wasn’t true. Rufus and Jaki were mated, as were Gregory and Thanatos, so they touched. Minerva and Prophecy also touched, but no one touched anyone who wasn’t their boyfriend or girlfriend.

Gregory had, accidentally, and he had apologized when Arawn had whimpered and thrown his arms up to shield his face from a blow. No blow came, but there had been a moment when Gregory’s thumb had rested against his skin above the collar of his shirt. During the brief contact, the ghosts had gone away.

The moment Gregory removed his hand, they’d been back.

Were vampires ghost repellent?

They weren’t on their own. There was the ghost of a tall, caramel-skinned woman with braids hanging down her back who often visited Rufus and Gregory. He hadn’t let on he saw her, but sometimes she reached out as if to touch one of them, only to hover with her hand over their arm or something similar. So vampires weren’t ghost repellent on their own, but maybe the combination of Arawn and a vampire was.

It was worth testing.

He’d never met a vampire before Gregory got him out of the cabin where he’d been kept with Moneta, Penthus, Aletheia, and Himeros. It had been chaotic. A pack of wolves had crashed in through every possible entry, and Arawn had done his best to stay out of the way while the others had fought them.

He’d seen Gregory then. Deadly, but oh so handsome. Scary.

Then they’d been taken to the castle, and there was Rufus, a far less handsome vampire with flaming red hair and scars over half his face. Arawn liked Rufus. A lot. He didn’t speak to him often, but Rufus was calm and collected, and he was kind to Jaki, his mate. Arawn watched them sometimes when they were in the same room. It was interesting to see the looks they exchanged, the small touches, the way Rufus always made sure Jaki ate and served him before he served himself, and so on.

Arawn had never seen anything like it. Jaki had been in the facility. He’d gone through what Arawn had gone through, and still he had managed to move on.

Arawn didn’t think he ever would. It had been over seven years since he’d last had to endure a private session in the bowels of the house of horror—they had an apt name for it here—but he still didn’t do touch. Or being alone in a room with another person.

Which was why this was fucking terrifying.

He crept along the corridor, the light of the flashlight on his phone shaking slightly. The stone walls did nothing to shield him from the January cold, and he shivered.

When they’d been settled in the castle for maybe a week, Rufus and Gregory had set them down in the kitchen and explained there was a vampire in the basement, and they were not to remove the stake in his chest.

Another shiver took hold of his body. A fucking stake.

They’d said they were free to visit him, Zidane, and he could understand everything they said, but couldn’t reply. He couldn’t move at all, but if they opened his eyes and stood in his line of sight, he’d see them.

Arawn hadn’t gone down here. He didn’t want to see a staked vampire.

But if vampires were ghost repellent, then maybe a paralyzed vampire was the best vampire to hang out with? He blew out a breath.

“What’s this?” The warden glared into the room, then something changed in his expression, and he turned to grin at Arawn. “Good boy.”

Arawn stared at him. “What?” Fuck, he’d promised himself he wouldn’t speak to him. He hadn’t uttered a single word during the weeks he’d been here.

The warden smiled. “You’re gonna release him. He’ll take you all back to the facility. I know this vampire. We had a deal. Or I had a deal with his master. She’ll do the right thing, I’m sure.”

Arawn stood frozen. No one had told him why Zidane was staked in the basement, only that he was, and he was not to be released. If he’d come here for Jaki, Thanatos, Minerva, or Prophecy, it would explain why Rufus and Gregory didn’t want him around—or maybe not Prophecy. He didn’t think they cared about Prophecy much.

But wouldn’t they have killed Zidane if that was the case?

“I’m not releasing him.”

“Of course, you are.” The warden straightened his back and glared at him. He was about a head taller than Arawn and broader, but he wasn’t as frightening as he’d been when he was alive. He could talk until Arawn lost his ability to think, but he couldn’t touch him. Or he could, but all it did was create a cold sensation. It wasn’t pleasant, but it wasn’t dangerous.

He blew out a breath, strode into the room, and took in the shape of a man in the dark. He was stretched out on a table, but Arawn aimed the light on the floor, not wanting to see. His heart was racing in his chest, but he neared the table. Shit, this was creepy.

“Eh...hello, Zidane. Sorry to bother you at this hour.” He winced. Did Zidane know what time it was?

“I’m...eh...gonna touch you. Sorry.”

“No!” The warden rushed him, a chill blowing through Arawn’s soul as he tried to push Arawn away from the table, then Arawn slipped his hand into Zidane’s, and he was gone.

Arawn let out a shuddering breath. “Oh fuck.” He yanked his hand away, and the warden was back.

“Remove the stake, foolish boy.” Fury contorted his features.

“I’m sorry.” His mumble was barely audible, but he hoped Zidane would forgive the touch. It must be terrifying to be this vulnerable and have someone touch him when he couldn’t move away. Arawn hesitated, but as the warden kept hurling slurs at him, he slipped his hand into Zidane’s, and peace settled.

He whined. He didn’t want to touch anyone, didn’t want anyone to touch him, but as the silence held, a sob wanted to climb his throat.

Peace.

* * * *
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Zidane Dodd didn’t know who was in the room with him. It wasn’t a voice he recognized. He believed he’d been here for about nine months, but he wasn’t sure. At times, someone said what day it was, but it wasn’t something people often dropped in conversations with a staked person.

In the beginning, he’d been furious. Now he was bored. He’d been staked before, had spent two years in a coffin only a decade ago. No one had come to see him then. He’d been alone in his head, and not talking to a single person for two years drove you crazy.

He’d imagined voices.

Then Iris had come by, and in exchange for his loyalty, she’d gotten him out. He might not have liked Iris, but working for her beat being trapped in the dark.

She was dead now, and he couldn’t find it in himself to care. He wished it hadn’t resulted in him being here, but as mentioned, he’d been staked before, and this time around it wasn’t too bad.

It was bad enough.

He wanted someone to pull the fucking stake out.

He needed to feed. He wanted a shower. He wanted to change clothes. He wanted to be able to go wherever he wanted to go. But after a few months of people coming here to talk to him, he was invested in their lives. Not invested emotionally, but it was like watching a soap opera, though he couldn’t see, he only listened to their words.

Rufus and Gregory opened and closed his eyes for him. It was a nice gesture. He’d never been close to either of them, had in fact done some pretty shitty things to fuck Rufus’ life up, but they were...He wouldn’t be caught publicly calling them decent, but as far as jailers went, they were the best he’d had.

“Oh, God.” The low mumble made Zidane want to turn his head and look at the man. He couldn’t, of course. Who was he? And maybe more importantly, what was he doing? His body wasn’t moving as if he was being pushed, so he didn’t think he was doing anything too bad. Though he could’ve slit his wrists, and he wouldn’t have a clue.

“I’m sorry for doing this.”

Okay. He’d notice if he was being undressed—he wasn’t. Was he taking his blood? Cold filled his core. Rufus had almost given his blood to Thanatos, and he’d screamed his protest in his mind, but then Gregory had stormed in and taken over.

Judging by the sounds, Zidane believed he’d not only given his blood to Thanatos but bonded with him as well. Stupid fucker. Zidane would never bond with anyone—he was almost over the foolish dreams of finding someone to share his life with. And should he ever find someone, it wouldn’t be a psychic. They were as fragile as humans. They were humans, only they could do things with their abilities humans couldn’t.

Fuck, what if this stranger was bonding with him without his consent and then went and got himself killed? Fear clawed at him, but he tried to calm his panicky brain enough to feel if a bond was forming, but no, he didn’t think so. The stranger wasn’t drinking his blood. He was almost convinced. And he’d know if he was fed some, right? Yes, he was almost sure.

So what was he doing?

Silence stretched and held. Several minutes went by, and all the man did was breathe.

He wanted to ask questions. Most often, when someone came to see him, they’d talk. Gregory would be rude, but Zidane had come to enjoy it. As the months had gone by, the anger had simmered down in both of them, and the insults were now more habit than anything else.

Rufus talked about what happened in the world. Jaki didn’t say much, but since they’d only met twice before Zidane had been staked and neither of those times had gone well, he didn’t blame him. Minerva talked about Prophecy and the people in the castle. Thanatos talked recipes. At first, it had annoyed Zidane, but now he found it amusing.

This man, though. It could be Prophecy, but as far as Zidane was aware, he’d never come to visit him before. Then there were the new people. Kratos, Arawn, and a Greek-sounding name he never could remember. He was the one who’d fucked things up with the wolves.

Zidane was surprised he was still alive. Had someone tried to trick him into a mating, he’d have slaughtered them.

He hoped it wasn’t the guy who created lust who’d come to him. Was he horny? Yeah, but was he more horny than he’d been the last few months? He didn’t think so. It allowed him to relax a fraction, though the tension was only in his head.

Maybe the lust-god was making someone desire him and not the other way around. If he’d understood his skill correctly, he created a one-sided bond. Fuck, he hoped not. If someone came here to try to force mate him, he’d be royally pissed.

Rufus wouldn’t allow it, would he? He’d been forced into a mating. Zidane had been there, had been part of forcing him. He winced, though only in his mind. Shit, maybe Rufus would allow someone to bond with him. Payback was a bitch.

Icy fear curled around his heart. What if he’d be trapped here forever? If one of the psychics bonded with him, they’d get an extended life. If they kept him here, safe and sound, staked on the table, they could live for centuries.

Panic had him trying to move, but his body didn’t respond.

“Are there no chairs here?”

The low murmur silenced some of the terror in Zidane. Chairs? He tried to blow out a breath, but there was a stake in his chest, preventing him from breathing.

“I’ll be right back.”

Nothing changed apart from footsteps sounding on the stone floor. Then there was a scraping sound from somewhere outside the room. Shortly after, the man was back. He apologized again, but Zidane still had no clue what for. Then there was a little jostle, as if maybe he’d moved his arm.

Another few minutes went by, and the man’s breaths evened out. Had he fallen asleep sitting by the table?

Early on, Thanatos had come down here to nap. Zidane waited. Normally, it didn’t take long before the nightmares started.

If this man were the same, there would soon be jerking, whimpering, pleading, and shouting. Zidane hated to listen to Thanatos’ dreams. It made him feel guilty. He hadn’t done whatever had been done to the psychics, but he’d done nothing to prevent it either. If he hadn’t ended up staked, he’d have helped the warden bring his runaways back to the facility.

It was too late for regrets now, but he liked Thanatos, and he didn’t like knowing he’d played a key role in almost succeeding in bringing him back to the house of horrors.

* * * *
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Chapter 2
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Arawn woke with a scream. He looked around the still mostly dark room. He’d put his phone on the floor with the flashlight on, aimed at the underside of the table.

He let out a shaky breath and pulled his hand away from Zidane. He couldn’t bear to touch anyone right now.

The moment the contact was broken, the warden was looming over him. “You blocked me, you useless cunt.”

Arawn hadn’t seen him this furious since he realized Arawn never would be able to call forth a specific ghost, and therefore would be useless in the facility. People paid money to connect with loved ones who’d passed, or business partners they needed to ask something, or similar things. Random ghosts wanting to chat were not what they wanted.

He was still booked for private sessions for months to come, which had surprised him. He’d believed the warden would kill him right away. Though maybe he didn’t want to have to give his customers a refund if they’d paid in advance.

Instead, he’d been moved. He didn’t know why. The superintendent hadn’t been any happier with him than the warden had been, but for some reason, she’d kept him alive. He didn’t know why she’d bothered.

The warden snarled in his face, too angry for words. Interesting. Where did he go when Arawn touched a vampire? Since he was right here the moment he’d let go, did it mean he’d been trapped here?

“Where did you go?”

Another snarl, but no reply. Maybe the ghost who was Rufus and Gregory’s friend would answer.

He glanced at Zidane’s hand, but he couldn’t bring himself to touch him again. “I’ll leave you now, Zidane. Thank you for...eh...yeah. Bye.”

He left the chair by the table and walked out of the room, doing his best to ignore the warden’s constant berating. He walked up the stairs and straight into the shower. He was sure the warden could join him, but so far, he’d lingered outside, and if he allowed the water to stream over his head, it drowned out most of his talking.

Sometime later, he got dressed and headed for the kitchen. Thanatos was there, as was the scent of freshly baked bread. He nodded in greeting, then more or less tumbled out of the way when Gregory walked up behind him.

“Morning.” Gregory dipped his head once and kept plenty of space between them.

“Hi.” His whisper was distracted as he looked behind Gregory to see if the woman was there. He couldn’t see her. Maybe she’d appear when Rufus came to eat.

Gregory frowned at him. “What are you doing?”

“I’m fine, thank you.”

There was a quick grin. “I’m glad, but I asked what, not how.”

Arawn lifted one shoulder, then dropped it. The warden grew silent, his gaze jumping between them. Then he moved closer to Arawn, so close the chill of him had the hairs on his arm stand on end. “You can’t tell him you’re planning to free the vampire in the basement. He will try to stop you.”

Before Arawn could think to stop himself, he rolled his eyes at the warden.

Gregory froze, his face morphing into a blank mask, and Arawn winced. He did his best not to let on when there were ghosts around. Some people didn’t want to know there might be an existence after death. It angered them. Or scared them, more likely.

“What’s going on?” Gregory’s voice was steely.

“Nothing.”

“Don’t lie to me, precious.”

Arawn was pretty sure the precious was an insult. Thanatos sighed loudly as he pulled out a baking sheet with breakfast rolls from the oven. Then he turned to Gregory. “It might be one of those things you don’t want to know.”

Gregory turned to him, and Thanatos threw his hands in the air. Luckily, Rufus and Jaki walked in right then, so they got distracted. Arawn looked around, searching for the woman. He took a step closer to the doorway and looked out into the corridor.

“Who are you looking for, Arawn?” Rufus gave him a bleary-eyed look before heading for the coffee maker. He poured himself a cup, but then it was as if he’d used up whatever energy he had and simply remained by the coffee maker as he drank mouthful after mouthful.

The woman still hadn’t appeared. She wasn’t with them all the time, but often. Arawn waited and did his best to ignore how the warden hovered around Thanatos. He hadn’t known anything about Thanatos while he’d been staying at the facility; the people in different wings were never allowed to see each other, but anyone could see how you could make money off his skill.

Arawn didn’t want to know how or when he’d die, but he was sure there were plenty of people who did.

The warden tried to grab Thanatos’ hand, and Arawn winced at the same time as Thanatos shuddered.

“What the fuck is going on?” Gregory’s sharp voice made him jump.

Everyone turned to look at Gregory. Rufus, with his cup halfway to his mouth. “What?”

“Arawn is acting weird, and he was staring at Thanatos and grimaced half a second before Thanatos shivered.”

Rufus turned to him, one red eyebrow hitching up in question.

Arawn winced again.

“See!” Gregory was gesturing at him, and Arawn edged toward the door. He didn’t do well with loud people. He didn’t do well with people at all.

“Is it something we need to be worried about?” Jaki spoke for the first time, his voice calm and soothing.

Arawn made a so-so gesture with his hand, because yeah, no one would be happy about knowing the warden was in the castle. Then he hurried out of the kitchen without eating breakfast.

* * * *

[image: ]


Zidane was twiddling his thumbs, mentally. The basement had been quiet for ages. Thanatos hadn’t come to see him today. He normally came by in the morning, and he believed the morning had passed.

Thanatos would make breakfast, then he’d sneak down here, often with a cup of coffee. It had annoyed him the first few months. So inconsiderate to wave coffee in front of him while talking about what he made for breakfast when Zidane couldn’t have any, but now he enjoyed it.

He snorted to himself. He’d grown into such a softie resting here. Pathetic. He was once a feared vampire, cunning and ruthless. Now he moped when his captors didn’t come to gossip with him over coffee. Ugh.

Sometime later, steps were coming closer.

“I’m only saying he’s acting weird.” Gregory sounded annoyed, which piqued Zidane’s interest.

“And I’m telling you to drop it because you won’t like what he has to say.”

A low growl. Gregory’s, since Zidane didn’t think Thanatos would growl. “Do you know what it is?” A second’s pause. “You do.” The accusing tone would’ve made Zidane grin had he had any control of his facial muscles.

“No, idiot.” Thanatos walked closer to the table. “Hello, Zidane.”

“Don’t try to distract me by talking to him.”

Thanatos groaned, and Zidane wished he could see his expression. Poor thing hadn’t had a choice when Gregory had mated him. He’d been out cold, and now he’d have to spend the rest of his life with him. He could always stake him and leave him in the basement. Had Zidane had any voice, he’d have suggested it.

“I don’t know what’s going on with Arawn, but I do know he speaks to the dead, and since you’re such a wuss when it comes to death, I don’t think you’ll like what he has to say.”

Silence.

Oh, interesting. Zidane could almost feel the tension against his skin.

“I kill people for a living, sweetness.”

Oh, Zidane recognized the tone. Gregory was pissed. He was amused, especially when Thanatos huffed. Awesome.

“What if only their bodies die, and the spirits follow you home? What do you think Arawn is seeing? When he was annoyed with the empty air next to him earlier, who do you think it was? They’re there. You might not see them, but he does.”

“So when he was staring at you, and you...” There was a rustle, indicating he might have gestured or something. “There was someone dead in the kitchen?”

“I assume so. I also assume it’s someone Arawn doesn’t like. I’ve never seen him roll his eyes at anyone, and he did.”

Okay, so the ghost whisperer had brought a breakfast date to the kitchen, and now Gregory was freaking out. Nice.

Silence stretched again.

“They touched you? Is that what happened? When you flinched, some dead creep was touching you.”

Thanatos sighed. “I don’t know.”

“But you felt it.”

“There was a...chill.”

Could ghosts touch you? Zidane had never made up his mind about whether he believed in an afterlife or not, but if ghosts existed, there had to be something, right? Or was it only that some lingered longer? It didn’t matter. He hadn’t been sure he believed in ghosts until they’d learned about the psychics and the warden had explained what the different wings did.

Since there was an entire wing with mediums, there had to be something after death, right?

“They touched you.” Gregory sounded furious.

“I don’t know. I felt something.”

“But you can’t see ghosts?”

Silence again. Zidane wished Gregory had opened his eyes. He wanted to see Thanatos’ expression.

“No, sweetie, I can’t see ghosts.”

Gregory huffed. “You see death, ghosts aren’t such a stretch.”

“Maybe not, but I don’t see ghosts, so you don’t have to worry.”

Gregory stomped over to the table, and soon Zidane’s eyes were opened. “Hi there, fairy-boy.”

Zidane hated being called fairy-boy. It made him sound like some tiny twink. He was not. He might not be buff like Rufus, but he was Gregory’s size.

Thanatos leaned over him, a small crease between his eyebrows. “Hello, Zidane. How are you doing today?”

Yeah, right.

When he leaned back again, all Zidane could see was the stone ceiling. It was better than the dark. For a bit, at least. Having his eyes dry out wasn’t pleasant, but it was good to see light now and then.

“Does Arawn ever come here?” Gregory leaned over him again. He truly was bothered by whatever was going on. His normally too-pretty face was creased, and fangs were peeking out underneath his upper lip.

Mentally, he tried to tell Gregory to pull the stake out, and he’d tell him everything he could about Arawn. Which was nothing at all. Maybe he’d been the one who’d visited him during the night.

“I don’t think so. He hardly ever leaves his room.” Thanatos moved to lean against the wall, or so Zidane believed. He couldn’t crane his neck to see.

“What does he do all day?”

A rustle as if Thanatos was shrugging.

“Your group is much chattier than theirs. Why?”

Silence.

“They don’t talk to each other.” Gregory sounded exasperated. “It’s been months, and they do nothing.

“What should they do?”

“I don’t know. Something.”

“We should get everyone identities.”

“Identities?”

“You know, like ID cards, so they can apply for jobs or whatever.”

Gregory made a sound Zidane couldn’t interpret. “Do you want a job?”

“No, stupid. I’m a stay-at-home husband, but you can’t complain about them not doing anything when they can’t. They can’t apply for a job with the names the superintendent or whoever gave them. How do you apply for a job when you don’t have a social security number or any way to identify yourself? Having a name like Himeros will most likely not help.”

Himeros, that was the name Zidane kept forgetting.

Gregory sighed. “Fake identities are expensive.”

“But maybe, if someone could work, they could help bring in some money.”

Gregory hummed and walked over to Thanatos. Zidane was pretty sure there was kissing and sighed mentally. Sometime later, they moved toward the door, and Zidane wanted to call for them to close his eyes before they left, but he appeared to be forgotten.

Lovely.

* * * *
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Chapter 3
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Arawn slipped out of his room. He was hungry. It had been hours since he’d left the kitchen without eating breakfast.

The corridor was silent. It was always so quiet. He didn’t know why. Sometimes Jaki, Thanatos, and Minerva were chatting or watching TV together, but it wasn’t often. He got the feeling there was some kind of conflict brewing, and he didn’t do well with conflicts, so he did his best to stay away.

He walked into the kitchen and breathed a sigh of relief to find it empty.

“Where is everyone?” The warden crossed the floor and walked straight through a door to peek into Gregory’s room. He made a disgusted sound and backed out. “Filthy creatures.”

Arawn hid a smile. He might not want to touch anyone, but if the warden walked into someone’s bedroom, he deserved to get an eyeful, and he was happy for Thanatos. He didn’t think he’d ever get past his touch-aversion, but it gladdened him Thanatos had someone he trusted. And the idea of snuggling up next to a vampire held a lot more appeal now when he’d learned they blocked the ghosts.

If he could be sure he’d get someone as kind as Rufus, he might have daydreamed about a vampire mate. He didn’t want one, but if he’d have met someone like Rufus, it might be worth enduring his touch for the peace it would bring him.

“Hiya, Arawn.” Jaki strode into the kitchen. “Do you need anything from the store? Rufus and I are heading into town.”

He shook his head. He hadn’t asked for anything since he got here, didn’t want to be a bother. The likelihood of finding somewhere else to live rent-free was minuscule, and he’d die before he went back to trading his body for food and a roof over his head. Or his skill, for that matter. He could never do what people wanted him to do, and it was best not to annoy anyone.

The warden circled Jaki. “Useless. One of our biggest mistakes, this one. I should’ve had him terminated when he was young.” The warden glared at Jaki, and dread filled Arawn’s core. He had to tell them the warden was here. He didn’t want to while the warden was listening, though.

“What’s going on?”

Arawn startled at Jaki’s voice. “What?”

“You’re...worse than usual.”

He winced.

“No! I meant...Is someone pestering you?”

Arawn met his gaze and gave him a small nod.

Jaki widened his eyes. “Is there a way to—”

“Let’s talk about this another time.”

“What are you doing, boy?” The warden was by his side between one blink and the next, puffing out his chest and glaring at Arawn. Without meaning to, Arawn flinched and took a step to the side.

Jaki was quiet for a little too long. “Right.” He looked at the warden, or almost at him. “If there is anything I can do.”

“I wish there was.”

He nodded slowly. “Maybe there—”

“We should talk some other time.”

Jaki nodded. “Of course. Come find me whenever it’s suitable, but it should be soon.”

Soon? Arawn stared at him.

“The fatigue is palpable, and I don’t know how your skill works, but I’ve seen enough movies to fear possession and mind control and stuff.”

Arawn gaped at him. He couldn’t be possessed, could he? Fuck, what if he could? He blew out a breath. Nah. He’d lived with this skill for thirty-something years. Some of the spirits he’d come across had been frightening, but no one had ever tried to take him over. He didn’t think it would work.
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